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ABSTRACT

CONTEXT

The term “contract cheating” describes the form of academic dishonesty where students get
academic work completed on their behalf, which is submitted for academic credit as if they had
created it themselves. Normally it is presented as an entirely original piece of work, and is
unlikely that it will be detected using standard anti-plagiarism text matching software. This is also
present in students using generative Al software to complete their assessments.

PURPOSE OR GOAL

The aim of this pilot study is to understand why student “cheat” by outsourcing their assignments
and exams. We also posed several hypotheses to be tested. We wanted to know if the value of
higher education has changed from a transformative to a transactional perception. Additionally,
we asked if student “fear” is the most dominating factor leading to transactional perception of
higher education driven by self, parental, cultural, societal expectations, and whether the ease of
access and low cost has increased its appeal.

APPROACH OR METHODOLOGY/METHODS

A qualitative exploratory approach is adopted to allow flexibility to tap the expected richness of
data. The method of data collection is via one-to-one semi-structured interviews supported by a
structured questionnaire. Interviews of about 10-15 minutes of 80 students has been chosen as
the central instrument, with 58 valid responses. The data was collected during August 2018.

ACTUAL OR ANTICIPATED OUTCOMES

We found within the cohort that the main drivers for motivation to cheat are poor time
management and low self-efficacy, however we noted that fear (of failure) is not a direct motivator
for cheating, and that students generally value higher education in both transformative and
transactional ways. We found slight influence from cultural background and financial dependency
in the international cohort and/or those who grew up outside of Australia. We did not find ease of
access and low cost has increased the appeal of contract cheating. There was a small cohort
who may consider engaging in contract cheating services despite knowing that it is unacceptable
and in breach of university policy.

CONCLUSIONS/RECOMMENDATIONS/SUMMARY

Addressing contract cheating requires a multifaceted approach. Educational interventions, such
as promoting academic integrity through coursework and workshops, have shown some efficacy
in reducing contract cheating incidents. Creating a culture of academic honesty and emphasizing
the value of learning over grades can also influence student behaviour.
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Introduction

The term “contract cheating” was first proposed by Lancaster & Clarke (2006) at Birmingham City
University as “the outsourcing of student work to third parties” (Lancaster & Clarke, 2015). It
describes the form of academic dishonesty where students obtain academic work completed on
their behalf, which is submitted for academic credit as if they had created it themselves. Often
contract cheating involves the payment of a fee to a third party in the form of outsourced work
agreements, but it can also be unpaid. Normally it is presented as an entirely original piece of
work and is unlikely that it will be detected using standard anti-plagiarism text matching software.
This is also present in students using generative Al software to complete their assessments.
Contract cheating has been identified as a serious issue for academic institutions as assessment
has been specifically written for the student and therefore cannot be detected by conventional
anti-plagiarism methods (Clarke & Lancaster, 2006) however published research into the practice
remains limited (Mahmood 2009). Clarke and Lancaster (2006) classify contract cheating into
four categories: auctions sites, discussion forums, essay mills, and feed aggregators — and list
several contract cheating websites that fall into each category (Clarke & Lancaster, 2007a).
Mahmood states students may contract known colleagues to complete assessment on their
behalf (Mahmood 2009). Mahmood (2009) found that, unlike online and traditional forms of
plagiarism, relatively little has been published on contract cheating (Ahsan et al, 2022) while
noting major work in Australia by Bretag et al (2019a; 2019b), Newton (2018), and Kong et al
(2016). The majority of published literature focuses on contract cheating in computing studies;
however, this may reflect the academic disciplines of key authors rather than the actual
prevalence within disciplines. Initial analysis of the contract cheating market has been conducted,
yet significant opportunity for additional economic analysis and modelling remains (Rigby et al,
2015). Additionally, several studies propose reasons for contract cheating; however, these
suggestions require further verification through interviews with students and behavioural analysis
(Rigby et al, 2015; Walker & Townley, 2012). Finally, various methods have been suggested to
prevent and detect contract cheating, including replacing assignments with unseen examinations
and regularly monitoring known contract cheating websites for bidding requests.

Scope of the problem

Clarke and Lancaster conducted the first quantitative analysis of contract cheating by monitoring
a key contracting site, RentACoder, for three weeks in March 2005 and found that 12.3% of bid
requests were for contract cheating (Clarke & Lancaster, 2006, Lancaster & Clarke, 2007a,
2007hb) and also conducted analysis on users who had been identified as placing a contract
cheating bid request (Lancaster & Clarke, 2007b). This secondary analysis also shows significant
evidence of habitual use by the same users. Furthermore, almost 10% of users posted over 25
requests, suggesting agency use. The study also found that the vast majority of contract cheaters
were computing students from Western nations such as the United States of America and United
Kingdom. Lancaster & Clarke (2006; 2007a; 2012) also analysed bids on EssayBay, a
commercial website for contracting assignments, however this study focussed on assessing the
level of traceability of bids, rather than the size of the market. Although contract cheating may be
well-suited to computing studies and therefore constitute the majority of contract cheating, it is
also possible that contract cheating in other disciplines may be prevalent but has not been
detected or quantified. Further work is required to understand the size and breadth of the contract
cheating market across disciplines, as well as the demographics of users and suppliers.

The contract cheating industry: the market and economic behaviour

As contract cheating is based on the existence of a suitable market, research from an economic
perspective is valuable in understanding the practice. Jenkins & Helmore (2006) used a case
study approach to understand the process of contract cheating by engaging a student to place
bid requests for an elementary computing class. The process was found to generate quality work
at a low cost, and the student evaded detection. Several quantitative studies have been
conducted, for example an analysis of contract cheating requests on Freelancer.com and
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Transtutors.com by Wallace et al (2014) which found that that supply significantly exceeded
demand, with an average of 10 contractors responding to every request of contract cheating.
Additionally, Clarke & Lancaster (2013) analysed over 14,000 contract cheating attempts using
online agencies to assess the monetary value of contract cheating to various parties involved in
the process. The most in-depth economic analysis has been performed by Rigby et al (2015),
who conducted hypothetical discrete choice experiments with university students to assess
willingness to pay for contract cheating. The study found that willingness to participate and
valuation were higher in risk-preferring students, students who spoke English as an additional
language and students expecting lower grades; yet declined with increased chance of detection
and severity of penalties. While this economic approach is promising, further research is
necessary to validate these findings under different conditions and to investigate the role of
information asymmetry in the market.

Student perceptions and reasons for contract cheating

Understanding students’ perceptions of, and causal factors behind contract cheating is essential
to addressing the practice. Mahmood (2009) surveyed students’ knowledge and perceptions of
plagiarism and found that students’ perceived knowledge was higher than their capacity to
recognise plagiarism. Although this study referred to contract cheating and essay-mills, it was not
clear whether students were explicitly surveyed on their knowledge of contract cheating as a form
of plagiarism. As contract cheating is arguably less accidental than other forms of plagiarism,
specific research is required to gauge student perceptions of contract cheating, as well as their
identified reasons for committing the practice. Due to the dearth of student perceptions studies in
the literature, inferences have been made by several authors. Clarke & Lancaster (2007)
suggested that two key reasons for contract cheating are ease of access and low cost, yet these
factors may be most consequential if a student has already decided to undertake cheating
behaviour. Walker & Townley (2012) considered underlying reasons for contract cheating, such
as poor academic skills, external pressure and education costs, as well as more structural issues
of inadequate admission criteria and the globalisation of the education system.

Suggested solutions: prevention and detection

A significant focus of studies on contract cheating is the proposal of solutions for preventing and
detecting contract cheating (Harper et al 2021), proposed predominantly by university academics
who have presumably noticed contract cheating in their teaching subjects and wish to warn
colleagues of the issue. Lancaster & Clarke (2006; 2012) suggested regular monitoring of known
contract cheating websites and agencies using text analysis; however, the effectiveness of this
approach depends on the availability of resources for regular monitoring and is limited by low
traceability rates. Other authors focused on monitoring the submitted work itself, as assessment
which has been contracted may use distinct techniques and styles, have unexpectedly high levels
of English expression, or contain misrepresentations in referencing (Jenkins & Helmore 2006;
Rogerson 2014). While suggestions have also been made to increase the traceability of
assessment through setting original or individualised assignments, this approach also increases
workload for staff and may not always be feasible (Lancaster & Clarke, 2012). Due to the difficulty
of detecting unique work, several authors suggested focussing on prevention (Walker & Townley,
2012; Wallace et al, 2014). However, Wallace et al demonstrated that reducing turnaround times
for assignments was ineffective at deterring contract cheating, as the market had significant
capacity to accommodate short turnaround times (Wallace et al, 2014). Several authors proposed
using unseen examinations rather than assignment-based assessment (D’Souza et al 2007;
Lancaster & Clarke, 2007b; Page, 2006). However, this approach possesses limitations as
assessment under exam conditions is not always feasible and appropriate for certain subjects
and disciplines. Two contrasting approaches are to use viva voce, or require students to
complete logbooks which detail the progress of their work and are checked by staff at regular
intervals (Lancaster & Clarke, 2007b; Mahmood, 2009). Finally, introducing an honour code and
implementing a mentoring system to build student confidence have also been proposed as more
indirect methods of preventing contract cheating (D’Souza et al, 2007; Lancaster & Clarke,
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2007hb). Additional investigation is required into all of the proposed methods to assess feasibility
and effectiveness in preventing and detecting contract cheating.

This literature review has highlighted the importance of understanding the reasons why students
engage in contract cheating. Published studies have largely focused on describing the issue of
contract cheating and proposing solutions to deter or detect the practice. Several studies have
begun to gain understanding of key issues, such as the size of and economic qualities of the
market, as well as student perceptions and reasons for contract cheating. However, these studies
highlight the extent of additional research that remains to be conducted. The review has also
highlighted that smaller qualitative studies offer valuable insights into the practice and could be
conducted by drawing on academics’ own teaching experiences and conversations with students.
This will be the approach and focus of our study.

Methodology and Methods

As the study aims to examine the reasons why students would engage in contract cheating, a
gualitative exploratory approach is adopted to allow flexibility to tap the expected richness of
data. The method of data collection is via one-to-one semi-structured interviews supported by a
structured questionnaire. For this paper, we termed it as an “survey”. Interviews of about 10-15
minutes of 81 students has been selected as the central instrument. The data was collected
during August 2018. The interviewer is a research assistant who is not a university staff, to
address concerns regarding power imbalance which may affect or create bias in the responses
from students. The answers were then thematically analysed by the research assistant to form
the numerical tally (coded) based on key themes, and the resultant outputs were reviewed by the
authors to refine the themes. No software was used for the coding, and was performed by the
research assistant. Ethics were approved at UniSQ under HI6REA243 Understanding the
motivations for contract cheating. The aim of this pilot study is to understand why student “cheat”
by outsourcing their assignments and exams.

We also posed several hypotheses to be tested:
1. The value of higher education has changed from a transformative to a transactional

perception
2. s student “fear” the most dominating factor leading to transactional perception of higher
education driven by self, parental, cultural, societal expectations
3. The extent of influence by factors are influenced by:
a. Cultural standard, tolerance, and interpretation of cheating
b. Discipline specific or Language proficiency factors
c. Fear and costs of failure (self-inflicted; cultural shame; financial hardship)
4. The ease of access (technology and social media) and low cost has increased the appeal
of contract cheating
5. Is there any difference between domestic and international students in terms of reasons to
cheat

Results and Discussion

The survey result is segmentized into 2 parts: cohort description and questions. The surveys
were deployed at our Toowoomba and Springfield campuses by a research assistant not involved
with normal academic or teaching duties. The gender of the cohort is roughly equal, with 56.8%
male and 43.2% female aged between 18 to 30. There were no non-binary participants and/or
those who did not identify. We also did not identify whether the participants were online/external
or on-campus students but we will assume the cohort interviewed are on-campus students. The
field of study is broadly distributed from Health, Arts, Business, IT, Law, Education, to
Engineering and the Sciences, and most participants were undertaking undergraduate programs.
The participants were predominantly domestic students at 72.8%, and international students were
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broadly geographically spread mostly from Asian countries, with a small number from Africa,
Middle East, and the Pacific. Most participants’ English proficiency were good to excellent levels.

The main reasons for university studies were predominantly employment/career related, and to a
lesser extent life-long learning aligned with personal interests were also featured. Becoming more
intellectual (or smarter) and family expectation were also reasons for going to study at university.
This result seems consistent with the UniSQ cohort majority, who are matured aged and/or
working while studying, and first-in-family at university. This result suggests that our hypothesis
that the value of higher education has changed from a transformative to a transactional
perception is false. Students study because they want a better job but conversely, they want to
better themselves in that higher education is perceived as both transformative and transactional.

Students were asked about their concerns or fear of failing their courses they are studying.
Interestingly, one would expect that it would be 100% on the affirmative, but there were 28.4%
responses that did not have any fear and/or did not care whether they fail or not. This response is
significant in exploring our hypothesis that student “fear” the most dominating factor leading to a
transactional behaviour which could be driven by self, parental, cultural, and societal
expectations. It is hypothesised that if students are not fearful of failing, then there is less
motivation to cheat, however the result challenges our preconception about student perceptions
of failing assessments.

The top two reasons by frequency count for students failing are “poor time management”, and
interestingly, “self-confidence (lack of) and fear of failure” (Table 1). The “fear of failure” in the
form of self-efficacy or confidence theory in learning (Bandura, 1977) as a cognitive barrier
should be explored further. Further to that, academic preparedness and apathy/procrastination
were also prominent in reasons for failing academically. It is common to associate academic
preparedness and study habits as influencing factors for academic success, however
psychological preparedness could also be significant contributors to academic success. Our
cohort seems to be academically prepared based on their responses. Several factors drive
students to contract cheating. These include academic pressure, lack of time management skills,
and a desire for higher grades (Lancaster & Clarke, 2016). Additionally, cultural factors, such as
prevailing attitudes towards education and competition, may influence student decisions to cheat
(Bretag et al., 2018). It is suggested in this pilot study that factors such as time management and
self-efficacy are influencing drivers for motivation to cheat.

Table 1. Reasons for failing and failure to act

Reasons for Failing Frequency Failure to act Frequency
(multiple responses) (n=58) (multiple responses) (n=58)
Academic Unpreparedness 24 Employ a tutor 3

Poor time management skills 30 Form a study group 16
Fear of Failure and lack of self-confidence 29 Talk to my lecturers/tutors 31
Cultural shame 4 Talk to my (student) peers 43
Laziness 17 Study 44
Apathy and Procrastination 22 Study a lot 40
Reliance on others 4 Other 7
Lack of desire 4 Missing Data 3
Financial hardship 2

Other 8

About 47% of the participants were aware of other students using contract cheating services, with
33% being unaware of cheating activities but know of the existence of service providers, with
another 20% unaware of both cheating activities and the service providers, and that most were
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unsure on how to access and use these services. Despite the enabling of online technology,
social networks. and ease of connectivity, it challenged our hypothesis that the ease of access
(technology and social media) and low cost have increased the appeal of contract cheating. It is
however noted that despite not knowing much about contract cheating services, about 25% of the
participants seek to find out about the fees that these services charges.

This behaviour seems to reinforce the transactional perception in that there is a pragmatic
consideration between time required (to complete the assessment) and financial costs (of the
contract cheating service). Prior research indicates that contract cheating is widespread across
various academic levels and disciplines. Studies by Clarke and Lancaster (2006) and Newton
(2018) suggest that a significant proportion of students have engaged in or considered contract
cheating using online platforms and essay mills. However, our findings support recent anecdotal
commentary that contract cheating is not as prolific as first feared. Academic cheating is not new
and has been around for centuries, whether it is facilitated between family members and friends,
or through an online intermediary paid or unpaid, and now empowered with powerful technology
in the form of generative Al, it has always presented challenges for assessment designers and
engineering educators.

It is of no surprise that participants responded that there was no intention to engage in contract
cheating in their studies, however there were a small cohort (7.4%) that may consider that option.
The reasons for this were complex and somewhat contradictory, in that participants knew it is the
wrong thing to do, however if needed it is one of the options that could be considered. Our result
suggests that willingness to pay is variable and dependent on individual risk appetite to engage
such services, their personal values and cultural background, ability to pay, and tolerance to
failing. There is some evidence to suggest that cultural background and financial costs (of their
studies) featured more prominently as drivers for motivation to cheat in international student
cohort and/or those who grew up outside of Australia. The tolerance for failure also seems much
lower in this cohort. We did not observe any significant variance in responses between the
various disciplines nor language proficiency.

Al and its role in post-COVID, post-ChatGPT era with respect to contract cheating.

The emergence and subsequent rapid development of generative artificial intelligence (GenAl)
left educators and students in a whirlwind in late 2022 (Wu et al, 2023). Within higher education,
educators were scrambling to try and find ways to detect the use, and students battling with the
ethical use of the new technology. Since its emergence, policies around the use of GenAl have
been changing all over the globe with some higher education providers banning the technology,
and others embracing it (Luo, 2024). Regardless of the view, GenAl is now here to stay and new
ways of embedding it into the curriculum are needed, as well as educating students on its ethical
use. Whilst not a traditional method of contract cheating, paying for advanced GenAl models is
considered contract cheating, especially if the student is going against university policy. This
concept only adds extra implications for academic integrity and is currently a priority research
agenda in engineering education. A current systematic literature review of the ethical implications
of using GenAl (Quince et al, 2024) focusing on academic misconduct has been conducted. Just
as fast as academics are creating tools to detect GenAl use, it is adapting. There is no doubt that
the models are gaining sophistication, but this will also inspire new assessment and integration. A
study on student perceptions using the tool in their study (Quince & Nikolic) showed that students
are using GenAl as a tool due to the current limitations however, with the rapid development and
advancement this may soon change.

There is currently a growing research field concerning academic security and what traditional
methods are still able to be utilised. A recent series of publications showed that in early 2023
ChatGPT was ‘hit and miss’ when it came to passing courses overall and different assessment
types (Nikolic et al, 2023). In early 2024, the same research team showed that there were still
gaps in GenAl models but they were becoming more advanced (Nikolic et al, 2024). Whilst GenAl
poses a serious threat to academic miscount, in both the traditional ‘cheating’ and paid cheating
methods there are still considerations that may limit its use. Lack of awareness could lead to
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students not utilising the tool and the lack of assurance of a specific grade range, both conditions
providing some potential relief in academic institutions. Ethical considerations can stop students
from using the tool, however, this point is moot if they are willing to partake in contract cheating.
Finally, the risk of detection is currently at the forefront of academia, as such students may veer
away from using GenAl and return to traditional contract cheating models. Regardless of the tools
of use, contract cheating will always be a part of academic practice.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Addressing contract cheating requires a multifaceted approach. Educational interventions, such
as promoting academic integrity through coursework and workshops, have shown some efficacy
in reducing contract cheating incidents (Rundle & Campbell, 2020). Creating a culture of
academic honesty and emphasizing the value of learning over grades can also influence student
behaviour (Bretag et al., 2019). We found with the surveyed cohort that the main drivers for
motivation to cheat are poor time management and low self-efficacy, however we noted that fear
(of failure) is not a direct motivator for cheating, and that students generally value higher
education in both transformative and transactional ways. We found slight influence from cultural
background and financial dependency in the international cohort and/or those who grew up
outside of Australia. We did not find ease of access and low cost increased the appeal of contract
cheating. There was a small cohort who may consider engaging in contract cheating services
despite knowing that it is unacceptable and in breach of university policy. With the continuous
improvement of generative Al capabilities, we see some reprisal in occurrences of contract
cheating as professional service providers have seen revenue dive and are forced to evolve in
their bid to feed the needs and fears of our students.
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